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Colleges and universities have increasingly looked toward social
media as a means of engaging with stakeholders. Using the re-
lationship marketing framework as a lens, this study explores how
institutions are employing the social media platform Pinterest. Con-
tent analysis of the types of college and university pins being used
and their relationship to the number of user repins suggests that
the tool is not being employed in a manner consistent with user
expectations. Our findings suggest that some colleges and univer-
sities need to reevaluate their social media plan to acknowledge
the different audiences, uses, and functionality of specific social
media platforms. Limitations and future directions for research are
discussed.

KEYWORDS content analysis, marketing for higher education,
Pinterest, relationship marketing, social media marketing

INTRODUCTION

The use of social media for marketing and public relations purposes is
growing, and universities have joined the trend, integrating social media
into their broader marketing plans (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011).
One social media tool universities have turned to is Pinterest, a site that
allows users to link to, sort, and save images, videos, and other media
content. According to their homepage, “Pinterest is a place to discover ideas
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for all your projects and interests” (Pinterest, 2015). Roose (2014) described
Pinterest as the perfect marketing machine, an interactive catalog that drives
Web traffic.

Pinterest is available in more than 30 different languages and can be ac-
cessed through three different platforms: Web, Android, and iOS (Pinterest,
2015). Pew Research Center (2014) data indicate that in the United States,
28% of all Internet users used Pinterest in 2014, up 7% from the pre-
vious year. Pinterest users are more likely to be female, college edu-
cated, middle- and upper income individuals. According to these same
data, in the United States the only social media platforms that had more
regular users were Facebook and LinkedIn. As of January 2014, Pinter-
est had reached more than 51 million monthly unique visitors worldwide
(Pinterest, 2015).

Pinterest is presented in a way unlike other social media platforms and
provides users with a different social media experience. The site works as a
virtual scrapbook on which users (called pinners) save images into a virtual
folder called a pin board. Users pin images, along with short notes about
the image, onto pin boards that are generally based on a particular theme
that matches the user’s interest. Users can also simply like another user’s
image to indicate their interest or if they do not have a pin board they want
to pin the image to. Content is originally pinned from a website other than
Pinterest. In creating their own Pinterest page users can either pin original
content from another website or repin other users’ content onto their own
boards. The image contains a link that takes viewers back to the original
website. Furthermore, users can search for pins based on their personal
interest. Topics for pins range very widely, from architecture, travel, and
technology to the most popular categories of food and drink, do-it-yourself
and crafts, and home décor (Zeckman, 2014).

Pinterest users often have a different purpose in sharing information
compared to other social networking sites; according to Roose (2014), “the
difference between Pinterest and other social networks is why people use
it—to plan for the future, rather than exhuming the past or analyzing the
present”(para. 9). Another way in which Pinterest is distinct from other social
networking sites is that pinners may repeatedly revisit their boards in search
of inspiration.

The format of Pinterest has proven to be beneficial to some companies
and organizations for marketing and public relations purposes. Greenwald
(2014) believed that Pinterest has the potential to be more user friendly than a
traditional Web page. Greenwald suggested that content can often be buried
within an organization’s website, whereas Pinterest is seemingly enjoyable,
efficient, and immediately complete. Scanning pin boards can give viewers
a quick glance at the range of activities and values of an organization and
lets viewers see how a brand can fit into their lives. Greenwald suggested
several brand objectives that are achievable through Pinterest. They include
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providing alternative ways to utilize products and services, communicating
different product offerings, fostering communities that provide tips about
how to get the most out of the brand, communicating website content more
efficiently, and increasing consumer interaction time.

With Pinterest establishing itself as a prominent social media platform,
it is critical to understand how organizations, and specifically colleges and
universities, can utilize this site to their benefit. When developing such an
understanding, it is important to keep in perspective that any value organi-
zations garner from the use of social media for communication with stake-
holders is not inherent to the social media platform but rather is found in
how that platform is utilized (Culnan, McHugh, & Zubillaga, 2010). Further
research is necessary to help establish best practices that may maximize the
value these tools, and Pinterest in particular, offer to public relations and
marketing practitioners working in higher education.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Social media’s potential for organizations lies in its ability to form relation-
ships, as it can make “communication more strategic, two-way, interactive,
symmetrical, or dialogical” (Himelboim, Golan, Moon, & Suto, 2014, p. 359),
and it offers organizations additional opportunities to establish relationships
and engage their publics. Furthermore, through the use of social media, or-
ganizations can learn more about their publics’ needs, develop long-term
relationships with them, improve commitment levels, and also cultivate and
promote their brands (Hambrick & Kang, 2014).

Given the need for colleges and universities to develop relationships
and build loyalty among students and other stakeholders, the relationship
marketing framework (Grönroos, 1994, 2004) has been suggested as a valu-
able tool for public relations and marketing practitioners in higher education
(Helgesen, 2004). Fundamental to Grönroos’s (1994, 2004) framework is
the idea that, in addition to the value of products and services exchanged,
the existence of a relationship between parties fosters additional value for
the customer and supplier. The relationship marketing framework was de-
fined by Grönroos (2004) as “the process of identifying and establishing,
maintaining, enhancing, and when necessary terminating relationships with
customers and other stakeholders, at a profit, so that the objectives of all par-
ties are met” (p. 101). According to Grönroos (1994, 2004), the relationship
marketing perspective does not perceive a transaction between a consumer
and an organization as a one-time event but rather as the beginning of an
ongoing, sustained relationship. Given its focus on retaining and maintaining
relationships rather than developing new ones, relationship marketing can
be conceptualized as fundamentally defensive as opposed to offensive in its
approach.
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Egan (2004) pointed to several other specific ways in which relation-
ship marketing as defined by Grönroos (1994, 2004) differs from traditional
marketing perspectives, two of which particularly apply to the current study.
First, relationship marketing recognizes that customers can define the value
they wish to achieve from the relationship and that the supplier should ac-
knowledge these views. Second, relationship marketing recognizes the value
of customers over their lifetime and seeks to maintain loyalty. Grönroos
(2004) suggested that effective relationship marketing can lead to reliable
repeat business for suppliers, whereas for the customer it may lead to secu-
rity, increased trust, and/or minimized purchasing risks. With this in mind,
the relationship marketing perspective suggests that organizations should
interact regularly with stakeholders and work to cultivate relationships and
identify ways in which to provide value to both parties. Helgesen (2004)
has suggested that relationship marketing can be a valuable perspective for
colleges and universities to take regarding issues of student retention, culti-
vating and maintaining a mutually beneficial relationship during a student’s
matriculation. It seems likely that social media platforms such as Pinterest
can be employed as a valuable tool to reach out to a variety of other in-
stitutional stakeholders for relationship marketing purposes. Publics such as
alumni, faculty, donors, athletic fans, and local communities may all be able
to be engaged consistently and in a personalized manner via social media.

Social media has proven to be a useful tool for relationship market-
ing purposes in a range of industries (de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012;
Williams & Chinn, 2010). Platforms such as Facebook and Twitter bring or-
ganizational stakeholders or potential customers together in an interactive
environment. As part of a larger network individuals may begin to build
lasting loyalty to the organization. By encouraging the development of user-
generated content organizations can further enhance the development of
a community. For these reasons, social media has been suggested as an
ideal means of colleges and universities engaging in relationship marketing
(Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011).

The implementation of social media and other online technologies has
allowed colleges and universities to take more control over the content that
is produced about their institutions and have a greater focus on and control
of their own branding (McCleneghan, 2006). Early research found that much
of colleges’ and universities’ online presence was focused at communicating
with alumni and friends as opposed to students (Will & Callison, 2006). This
is consistent with findings that social media is employed by universities to
help them achieve institutional goals, such as prestige and increased funding
(Carver, 2014). Universities now have to determine how they will adopt new
social media tools in their marketing and public relations efforts given the
need to remain competitive and draw in potential students.

One of the reasons that the adoption of social media is crucial for uni-
versities is the fact that “university applicants, students and recent alumni
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are likely to overlap demographically with Generation-Y publics who are
often assumed to be the most prevalent users of social media” (Kelle-
her & Sweetser, 2012, p. 105). By adopting social media, universities will
be able to reach audiences that they may miss with traditional media
outlets—particularly younger audiences. Furthermore, Carver (2014) sug-
gested that online, interactive communication tools, such as blog posts, can
attract new researchers and graduate students to an institution.

Despite the possibilities offered by social media, some research has
found that universities are not utilizing it to its potential. A study by Linvill,
McGee, and Hicks (2012) found that colleges and universities are primarily
utilizing the social media platform Twitter as an institutional newsfeed to their
followers. Linvill et al. suggested that this type of use is not how Twitter is
promoted and ignores the real-time connections that can be formed through
a more dialogic approach to the platform.

Pinterest is a relatively new social media platform; limited academic
analysis of its use has been conducted, and none has been conducted related
to its use by colleges and universities. Phillips, Miller, and McQuarrie (2014)
performed a pictorial textual analysis of images appearing on Pinterest in an
effort to better understand how advertisers seeking to promote via Pinterest
may utilize the site. The researchers found that Pinterest is distinct from
traditional scrapbooking because of its focus on the future rather than the
past. They suggested that users employ Pinterest to express and refine their
tastes, using imagination and inspiration to frame alternative futures rather
than current realities. Given this, Phillips et al. suggested that advertisers
must adapt existing social media practices to best use Pinterest, focusing on
indirect methods of persuasion; in other words, what works in other social
media will not necessarily work in Pinterest.

Conlin, McLemore, and Rush (2014) employed framing analysis to ex-
amine how professional sports teams employ Pinterest. These researchers
suggested that professional sports organizations have altered their traditional
marketing frames to appeal to the predominantly female users of Pinter-
est. Images focused on the off-the-field view of the team and players’ lives
rather than game action. The fan experience was also popularly employed,
highlighting fans representing their teams at games and in the community.
Purchasable items were also prominent. Conlin et al. also pointed out that al-
though teams did employ creative pins (crafts, food and drink, etc.), they did
so at a lower rate than that of a typical Pinterest user, despite the popularity
of such pins on the platform.

Employing Grönroos’s (1994, 2004) relationship marketing framework
as a lens, Hambrick and Kang (2014) also examined professional sports
teams’ use of Pinterest, developing a typology of four usage categories for
Pinterest: (a) information sharing, (b) group experience, (c) community,
and (d) promotional. When they applied this typology to how professional
sports teams were utilizing Pinterest, Hambrick and Kang found that the site
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was primarily being used to illustrate the fan group experience, a finding
consistent with Conlin et al.’s (2014) results. Hambrick and Kang suggested
that this approach to Pinterest offers an online space where fans can engage
with a shared group experience.

Building from previous research, our current study explores how in-
stitutions within higher education should best be employing Pinterest for
relationship marketing purposes. With this in mind, we posed the following
research questions:

Research Question 1: What types of Pinterest pins are colleges and uni-
versities employing on the social media platform Pinterest?
Research Question 2: What types of Pinterest pins are most effective
when employed by colleges and universities?

METHOD

This exploratory study employed content analysis of American college and
university Pinterest pins to answer the research questions. Content analysis,
an approach common to media research, is a method that classifies and
contextualizes communications in order to find meaning (Krippendorf, 2013).
The sample institutions were chosen from U.S. News and World Report’s
(2013) rankings of best colleges and universities. We first examined the
top 50 national universities as well as the top 50 liberal arts colleges to
identify institutions with active Pinterest accounts. A total of 27 national
universities and 25 liberal arts colleges were found to have active accounts
at the time of the study. In many cases units within an institution (i.e., the
athletics department or student affairs) had separate Pinterest accounts, but
for the purposes of the current study only an official institutional account was
sampled. From these lists 20 institutions were randomly chosen for inclusion
in the study: 10 national universities and 10 liberal arts colleges.

The unit of analysis for this project was individual Pinterest pins pinned
by the sample institutions. The total number of pins for each of the ten
national universities ranged from 108 to 707 (M = 328.40, SD = 188.41). The
total number of pins for each of the ten liberal arts colleges ranged from 24
to 998 (M = 329.90, SD = 339.64). Every other pin from each sample was
identified for inclusion in the study, for a total of 1,881 national university
pins (51.55%) and 1,768 liberal arts college pins (48.45%). It should be noted
that we felt it necessary to sample institutions holistically (rather than, for
instance, sampling the most recent pins from all 52 active colleges and
universities) because of the archival nature of Pinterest. Pinterest is meant
to function like a scrapbook; thus, users’ pins, unless actively removed,
remain on a board indefinitely. This approach differs from many social media
platforms that encourage constant updates. We took this sampling approach
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to best understand which types of pins were garnering the most repins over
time.

We worked together to develop an initial typology of college and uni-
versity pins based off of Hambrick and Kang’s (2014) four usage categories:
information sharing, group experience, community, and promotional. As
Hambrick and Kang’s research focused on Pinterest use by professional ath-
letic teams, it was necessary to articulate an understanding of how these
categories could be applied to college and university pins so that the coders
could work from a common understanding. As recommended by Krippen-
dorf (2013), it was also necessary that these categories be both exhaustive
and mutually exclusive.

Coders first coded a sample of pins not included in the study, identi-
fying which of the four categories each pin best fit within. They discussed
differences in coding and worked to develop a code book and operational-
ization of the four categories. The code book included multiple examples
of pins that exemplified a relationship marketing category. The descrip-
tions of relationship marketing categories developed for this study were as
follows:

1. Information sharing pins were those created with the purpose of pro-
viding information to the audience about events occurring on campus,
achievements of faculty and students, as well as advancements on cam-
pus. One type of pin that would fall within this category would be a
famous scholar, activist, or other well-known person coming to speak on
campus. Other pins that fell within this category included sharing research
recently published by faculty members of the university.

2. Group experience pins showed images that represented life as a member
of the university community, ranging from daily activities to long-held
traditions that the institution may have had. Images of students arriving
at their dorms on move-in day as well as traditions such as the com-
mencement ceremony are examples of pins that would fall within this
category.

3. Community was created around pins that focused on scenes around cam-
pus as well as the greater community that surrounded the university. Pic-
tures of the campus in the snow or other seasonal shots could be found
in this category. In addition, images or information related to the city or
region in which the university resided would be coded into this category.
Pins in this category expressed a sense of place.

4. Promotional, at its core, was selling school spirit. This included school
spirit through the creative use of school colors, images of mascots, as
well as university merchandise. Images of varying products that had no
relation to the school but fell within the school’s color scheme, such as
cars, candies, food, or clothing, were placed within this category. Pins
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linking to items and merchandise with the school logo also fell within this
category.

Working from this operationalization, two coders independently ana-
lyzed the sample of one institution’s pins (N = 186) to ensure intercoder
reliability. When compared, a Cohen’s kappa value of .93 was found for
this sample, above generally acceptable values (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, &
Bracken, 2002). The remaining sample was then divided between these two
coders, and each pin was coded into a single category.

The total number of repins was also recorded for each pin. The number
of repins was employed as one (though certainly not the only) measure of
effectiveness. Although likes and comments made on Pinterest pins may also
be used to quantify user interest, both of these measures have been found to
have a high positive correlation with the number of repins (Gilbert, Bakhshi,
Chang, & Terveen, 2013). Repinning, meanwhile, is viewed by experts at
Pinterest as the best means of scaling content to a greater number of users
and therefore has particular value for businesses and organizations (Knight,
2014). Each repin multiplies the audience for a single pin, as the pin will
appear on each new repinner’s board. Repins also appear in the new pinner’s
newsfeed, which can be seen by all other pinners who follow that user. A
pin that is repinned has the potential to be viewed by a larger and broader
audience relative to a pin that only appears on one user’s board, magnifying
the prospective audience for the pin.

RESULTS

Descriptive analysis of college and university Pinterest usage categories was
conducted to address Research Question 1 (What types of Pinterest pins are
colleges and universities employing on the social media platform Pinterest?).
Data analysis showed that the information sharing (n = 1,195, 32.8%) and
group experience (n = 1,154, 31.6%) usage categories were both used to
a similar degree. The community usage group was used somewhat less
(n = 882, 24.2%), and the promotional usage category was used least of all
(n = 416, 11.4%). The mean number of repins per pin was 2.07 (SD = 8.32).
The median and modal number of repins per pin was 0 (53.6% of all pins
had zero repins).

In an effort to address Research Question 2 (What types of Pinterest
pins are most effective when employed by colleges and universities?), we
conducted a one-way analysis of variance to explore the relationship be-
tween usage category (information sharing, group experience, community,
and promotional) and number of repins per pin. A statistically significant
difference between groups was identified, F(3, 3643) = 59.52, p < .01. A
Tukey honestly significant difference post hoc test indicated that the mean
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number of repins was higher in the promotional usage category (M = 6.57,
SD = 18.67, p < .01) relative to the information sharing (M = 0.87, SD
= 2.36, p < .01), group experience (M = 1.09, SD = 3.12, p < .01), and
community (M = 2.85, SD = 9.41, p < .01) categories. The community us-
age category had a statistically higher mean number of repins than either
information sharing (p < .01) or group experience (p < .01). There was no
statistically significant difference between the information sharing and group
experience usage categories.

DISCUSSION

The data analysis suggests that U.S. colleges and universities are not employ-
ing Pinterest optimally. The promotional usage category accounted for just
more than 10% of the total number of pins but approximately half of the total
number of repins. The promotional category was employed by colleges and
universities one third as often as either information sharing or group experi-
ence pins, and yet promotional pins were repinned at a rate nearly 7 times
greater than either of these categories. These data suggests that the types
of pins colleges and universities are employing the least should perhaps be
employed the most.

Phillips et al. (2014) recommended that social media tools should each
be utilized by practitioners differently based on a variety of factors. Our
findings support this perspective. The information sharing category was em-
ployed by our sample more frequently than any other category of pin (32.8%
of all pins). These pins included information about events occurring at the
institution, achievements of faculty and students, as well as advancements
on campus. Although the information sharing category was employed most
frequently, however, it was also the least likely to be repinned of any in our
sample (though statistically the same as the group experience category), with
a mean repin rate less than 1. Employing Pinterest for information sharing
purposes is similar to the way in which Linvill et al. (2012) described colleges
and universities to have used the social media platform Twitter. This form of
usage was criticized as not being consistent with user expectations. Colleges
and universities seem to have employed Pinterest in a similarly inconsistent
manner.

As Culnan et al. (2010) suggested, the value an organization gains from
social media is inherent not to the platform but rather in how it is utilized.
How institutions employ social media needs to be tailored to meet both the
functionality of the website and user desires for a particular social media
platform. Users employ Pinterest as a visual means of helping them plan for
the future (Phillips et al., 2014; Roose, 2014). The most popular types of pins
that appear on the platform include topics such as food and drink, crafts,
and home décor (Zeckman, 2014). In our study, the institutions that received
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the most repins from Pinterest users seemed to acknowledge these impor-
tant aspects of the platform. One institution included pin boards focused on
baby showers, weddings, and cakes, each of which illustrated creative ways
to incorporate the school colors into these projects. One of the more popu-
lar pin boards identified during this research was titled “tailgating recipes.”
The single most popular pin that was sampled for this research (repinned
128 times) pictured a poster outlining “ten rules to live by” attributed to the
university’s founder, a pin that exemplifies Pinterest’s value as a place to
plan for the future.

In juxtaposition to this, pins from the information sharing and group ex-
perience categories, those categories that were repinned the least, typically
had an element to them that situated them in a particular moment in time.
Group experience pins were often located on a board dedicated to a single
campus event: a graduation, commencement, or a seasonal festival. Infor-
mation sharing pins often gave a photo and information regarding particular
research or outreach being conducted by faculty and students. Given the
way in which Pinterest functions as a scrapbook with pins remaining active
unless removed by the user, it seems likely that these sorts of pins are far
less likely to be repinned as time passes and the information or experience
becomes less relevant to users. Popular topics on Pinterest, such as food and
drink, crafts, and home décor, do not suffer from this same drawback. An
element of timelessness may have added to the repin success of many of the
promotional category pins.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

As with all research, the current study has limitations. This research was not
longitudinal in nature. It examined Pinterest use by colleges and universities
as it appeared on the date the data were collected. Given the functionality of
Pinterest this analysis was, by necessity, holistic. How, if at all, institutions’
use of Pinterest has changed since the launch of the platform was not,
therefore, considered.

Furthermore, this study used only one variable, repins, to quantify effec-
tiveness. Future research should work closely with marketing practitioners to
gain a more nuanced view regarding effective use of Pinterest. Although the
repin variable was valuable for the content analysis method we employed, it
reveals only a blinkered view of success. This study was unable to explore,
for instance, user satisfaction, the demographics of users engaging with
institutions’ pins, the depth of users’ engagement with institutions’ pages,
or whether institutions were reaching target stakeholders in a meaningful
way. A more qualitative or mixed method approach, perhaps a multiple
case study, may reveal much more detail regarding Pinterest best practices.
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Working directly with marketing professionals may also give researchers ac-
cess to Pinterest Analytic Tools for those organizations under study. These
tools could give more detailed information regarding organizations’ audi-
ences and the reach of particular pins (Costa, 2014).

In addition, a content analysis such as this is unable to examine func-
tional issues and layout decisions made by institutional users. We did not,
for instance, examine institutions’ use of Pinterest boards, how institutions
organized pins into boards, or the layout of the boards used on the platform.
Future research should examine such elements in an effort to better under-
stand the user experience and its role in the effectiveness of social media
platforms such as Pinterest for marketing and public relations purposes. The
user experience can also be explored by direct qualitative observation of
user interaction with Pinterest content.

Finally, a content analysis approach to understanding college and uni-
versity use of Pinterest is, by its nature, unable to explore questions of cau-
sation and address why the platform is utilized in the manner demonstrated.
Future research should work with marketing and public relations profession-
als to explore organizational and practical issues that may impact how social
media tools—and Pinterest in particular—are being utilized. Knowledge of
the perceived challenges and benefits practitioners experience can help to
improve social media best practices and build an understanding of how best
to engage stakeholders online.

CONCLUSION

This study has demonstrated that many colleges and universities utilizing
Pinterest to engage their stakeholders have employed it in a manner consis-
tent with other social media platforms: It is often employed to disseminate
news and events or to share photos of campus life. These practices are not,
however, consistent with how Pinterest is typically employed by its users.
Pinterest is commonly used as an online scrapbook to plan for the future,
not to examine the past (Phillips et al., 2014; Roose, 2014). Phillips et al.
(2014) have suggested that advertisers must focus on indirect methods of
persuasion to effectively engage Pinterest users. This study suggests that this
observation is accurate. The pins that were found to be most commonly
repinned by users, and thus to reach a wider audience, were those in the
promotional usage category. These pins were typically selling school spirit
rather than the school itself and often had a creative element to them. They
regularly showed items that incorporated an institution’s colors and logo,
images that fit easily within Pinterest’s generally most popular user themes
of food and drink, crafts, and home décor. Viewing these posts through
a relationship marketing lens, using the platform to creatively sell school
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spirit seems to have value in building and maintaining user loyalty. Col-
leges and universities that want to establish meaningful engagement with
their publics through Pinterest should consider focusing on this type of
usage.

An effective college or university Pinterest page would likely limit pins
whose sole purpose was dissemination of information. It would instead fo-
cus on indirect persuasion by creatively connecting the institution to user
interests. Such application may include boards that showcase the school
color and logo in interior design and decorating. Other boards may share
ideas for how to show school pride when hosting events such as birth-
day parties, weddings, and tailgates. Recipes could be shared that either
incorporate a school’s colors or are perhaps recommended by popular cam-
pus personalities. Colleges and universities may also choose to use their
page to help users browse branded items for sale at either official univer-
sity outlets or third-party providers, including peer-to-peer platforms such as
Etsy.

Properly employed, Pinterest and other social media tools have the po-
tential to be valuable platforms for college and university relationship mar-
keting efforts, helping to build commitment and community among stake-
holders over the course of their lifetime while simultaneously giving value
to stakeholders as well. As Grönroos (1994, 2004) suggested, however, prac-
titioners must acknowledge the value expectations that these stakeholders
bring with them. To employ social media effectively, marketing and public
relations practitioners need to first understand that best practices vary widely
among platforms. Every social media tool has a different audience, different
purpose, and different functionality, all of which must be considered when
forming a social media plan. If used in a purposeful manner, Pinterest and
other social media platforms can be effective ways for colleges and universi-
ties to build their brands and maintain stakeholder loyalty to their institutions.
Without thoughtful consideration, however, practitioners may simply add to
the digital noise.
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